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A rchives are often perceived as dim,
dusty depositories of arc a n e
knowledge and minutia haunted
by historians fascinated by the

past. Like all stereotypes, there ’s a grain of tru t h
in this belief. But, what’s often overlooked by
many managers is that archivists (and their col-
leagues in the library) have significant skills in
analyzing and synthesizing knowledge. 

In many ways, information technology (IT)
d e p a rtments are reinventing archives as they
seek means to pre s e rve and provide access to
e l e c t ronic inform a t i o n . U n f o rt u n a t e l y, the staff in
IT departments often know programming and com-
puters better than principles of information man-
a g e m e n t .

I believe that in the evolving high-tech infor-
mation ecosystem, a savvy manager will look at the
s t rengths of these two disciplines and forge a new
alliance between them. After all, nothing re q u i re s
that electronic re c o rds be kept in a separate elec-
t ronic archive. 

If an organization is going to eff e c t i v e l y
manage its information re s o u rces, it’s going to
have to look at the individuals who create, use,
and pre s e rve that inform a t i o n . T h o m a s
D a v e n p o rt argues in I n f o rmation Ecology1 that few
o rganizations have a well-developed inform a t i o n
management plan. Well, that’s putting it nicely. He
says, “For the most part, . . . information enviro n-
ments are appalling. [Organizations] don’t know
what they know or what they need to know” (p. 7). 

D a v e n p o rt argues that many of the individu-
als responsible for managing information re s o u rc e s
tend to see information as data—as simple facts—
not as knowledge or understanding that makes the
data meaningful. Because the information man-
agers come from a computer background, they tend
to look to technology for solutions; but until
machines possess judgment, they will only be able
to respond with data, not knowledge.

I hope to give you an appreciation for what
really goes on in an archive. Archivists don’t just
put papers in boxes and consign them to oblivion.
They ensure the quality of information through a
p rocess of appraisal. They arrange that inform a t i o n
so that it remains useful. They house the re c o rds to
p re s e rve the information from deterioration. They
describe the re c o rds, analyzing and abstracting the
i n f o rmation so it’s easy to locate. And finally, they
work with re s e a rchers who want to re f e rence the
re c o rds to ensure that they find all relevant infor-
mation. The traditional principles of archives as
embodied in these five steps can serve as a model
for managing information re s o u rces and re m a i n
useful in the age of electronic re c o rd s .

A p p raisal and A c q u i s i t i o n
Given that we simply don’t have the

re s o u rces to save all the data that comes into an
o rganization, what shall be saved and what shall
be lost? With electronic re c o rds, this question is
even more compelling, as we must actively work
against rapid deterioration and obsolescence.

When determining what re c o rds to pre s e rv e ,
a rchivists have traditionally looked for continuing
administrative, fiscal, legal, or historical value. But
what is administrative and fiscal value? When
making a business decision, a manager wants to
e n s u re that his or her information is accurate,
t i m e l y, accessible, and relevant (see Davenport, p.
117-120). An archivist uses these same values
when determining which information to save.

A c c u r a c y. A rchives have always placed a
p remium on acquiring authoritative inform a t i o n .
Did these re c o rds come from an office charged with
collecting or creating this information, or did they
come from some other source? Is the source tru s t-
w o rthy? Are the re c o rds complete? 

Good managers—like good historians and
good journalists—look to more than one source of
i n f o rmation to confirm facts. Are your managers
consulting your org a n i z a t i o n ’s past experience to
verify information from other sources and to check
the credibility of those sourc e s ?

Timeliness. A good archivist reads the com-
pany newsletters, talks to people throughout the
o rganization, and knows what’s current. The
a rchivist will tell people outside the archives about
potentially useful information before it’s too late. Is
your archivist in the information loop? Do you
encourage your decision makers to consult with
the archivist? 

R i c h a rd Pe a rc e - M o s e s

The Information Ecology of A rc h i ve s
The “ i n formation explosion,” about which so mu ch has
been said and wri t t e n , is to a great extent an explosion of
m i s i n formation and badly organized information . . . .T h e
digital revolution has only made the problem more acute.

—Murray Gell-Mann
“Information versus knowledge and understanding,”
From Information Ecology by Thomas H. Davenport
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A c c e s s i b i l i t y. A rchivists dislike acquiring
collections with restrictions. They want to see that
the information in their care is used. And, they
take great pains to develop a variety of tools to
make that information easy to find so that it can be
u s e d .

Do your managers have their own “arc h i v e s ”
in their offices? In the best case, where these
re c o rds are well managed, you might ask why
t h e y ’ re spending time doing the arc h i v i s t ’s work
and hoarding information from others in the org a-
nization that might need it. In the worst case, the
manager can’t find the information in their own file
cabinets, nor is it accessible to anyone else.
Consider implementing a strong re c o rds manage-
ment program, re w a rding individuals who deposit
their corporate knowledge in the archives where it
can be managed and made available to all people
in the company who need it.

R e l e v a n c y. A rchivists are more concern e d
about the present and the future than they are the
h i s t o ry of your organization. They know it’s easier
to try to collect historical information when it’s
f resh and available. So they seek to acquire infor-
mation relevant to your corporate mission and cur-
rent activities, knowing it will become part of his-
t o ry.

F i n a l l y, archivists talk about the primary and
s e c o n d a ry value of re c o rds (not to be confused
with primary and secondary sources). These dis-
tinctions have little to do with the usefulness of the
i n f o rmation; the secondary value of re c o rds may,
in some instances, be more useful than their pri-
m a ry value. The primary value distinguishes the
i n f o rmation the re c o rds creator intended to capture
in the course of business; secondary value refers to
other information captured as a by-product of the
re c o rds creation pro c e s s .

A rchivists ask the same kinds of questions
about the value of information in re c o rds, re g a rd-
less of the re c o rds’ format. While people tend to
associate archives with textual re c o rds, arc h i v a l
collections include photographs, maps, sound
re c o rdings, and three-dimensional objects. After
all, “text” no longer means just paper re c o rds; word
p rocessing files on disk are textual re c o rd s .

D e t e rmining the value of re c o rds is an inex-
act art. Some of the most interesting uses of
a rchival materials comes from the innovative use
of re c o rds. Information captured for one purpose
re-used in a novel way can help us understand
something in a new light or with renewed appre c i a-
tion. As much as possible, archivists try to add
value to their collections by suggesting ways in
which their collections can be used.

A r ra n ge m e n t
Libraries generally keep their books in a sin-

gle large collection, which is organized accord i n g

to a system established by the library—typically LC
or Dewey call numbers. On the other hand,
a rchives typically follow the principles of pro v e-
nance and original order; collections from diff e re n t
s o u rces are kept apart, and the re c o rds are kept in
the order used by the cre a t o r. Practically, re s p e c t
for provenance and original order saves the
a rchivist time re o rganizing the materials into some
a rtificial order developed by the archive and allows
the re p o s i t o ry to exploit any existing access system
developed by the re c o rds’ creator (which one
assumes to be useful, especially for the purpose for
which the re c o rds were cre a t e d ) .

P rovenance is the organization or individ-
ual responsible for creating the re c o rds as a
whole. That doesn’t mean the provenance is
responsible for authoring every letter, memo, or
re p o rt in the collection. The collection is cre a t e d
t h rough the aggregation of documents from a vari-
ety of individuals and organizations as the by-
p roduct of routine activities.

Respecting provenance—keeping the re c o rd s
of diff e rent sources separate in the archives—is a
useful tool for accessing the information in those
re c o rds as provenance provides a good clue to the
type of materials likely to be in the collection.
When looking for a certain type of inform a t i o n ,
one thinks of an agency that would have generated
or tracked that information in the course of busi-
ness, then consults the re c o rds of that agency. 

M o re o v e r, the nature of the office may sug-
gest the character of information to be found in
those re c o rds. For instance, if someone were
re s e a rching AIDS and had access to the archives of
the Center for Disease Control, Jerry Falwell, Dell
Computers, and President Reagan, what’s the most
likely source of information? The CDC jumps out
as the “right” answer because it is a leader in
studying infectious disease. But the papers of
Ronald Reagan might be more useful in studying
responses to the disease in federal policy, and the
papers of Jerry Falwell might be more useful to
gain a perspective (albeit it slanted) on socio-re l i-
gious attitudes toward the disease. But, the likeli-
hood of the corporate archives of Dell Computers
containing much relevant information is pre t t y
s l i m .

Original order is the organizational system
used by the re c o rds’ cre a t o r, and generally
reflects the routine activities in which the
re c o rds were used. Original order is not necessar-
ily the order of the re c o rds as received at the
a rchive; some re c o rds may have been misfiled in
the office, and order may have been disturbed dur-
ing transfer. The archivist will determine how the
re c o rds were organized in the office of cre a t i o n ,
then arrange the re c o rds according to that ord e r.
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The relationship among the documents in the
collection is itself a significant bearer of meaning.
If the re c o rds are filed chro n o l o g i c a l l y, an undated
document may be dated by looking at adjacent
re c o rds. Gaps in original order may be import a n t
clues to missing materials.

As noted above, maintaining original order is
a time saving strategy that exploits any inhere n t
retrieval system. As such, an archivist may
describe the manner in which re c o rds are org a-
nized before describing the re c o rds themselves.
The archivist will ensure that any indices, finding
aids, or other access tools received with the collec-
tion are readily accessible.

Note that sometimes the re c o rds have no
o rd e r, often because the re c o rds were not org a-
nized in the office of origin. And, respect for origi-
nal order does not extend to respect for original
chaos. In these situations, the archivist may
impose a simple organizational scheme on the
re c o rd s .

Housing and Pre s e rv a t i o n
Because the re c o rds in archives are of endur-

ing value, the archivist must pre s e rve the physical
c a rrier of the information. Acidic paper used for
blueprints and field notes becomes brittle with age
and must be re f o rmatted. Photographs of impor-
tant events fade. Electronic media holding account-
ing information, oral histories, and re t i re m e n t
re c o rds suffer bit loss and media deterioration.
Te m p e r a t u re, humidity, air borne pollutants,
insects, and—most dangerous of all—humans,
constantly put archival collections are risk. 

A rchivists take several measures to minimize
the damage. Documents are transferred from their
original file folders and boxes that might damage
the documents into archival quality containers
(you don’t want a collection of documents on the

floor when the box fails). In the process, staples
and paper clips may be removed, papers unfolded,
and fragile materials may be photocopied onto
acid-neutral paper or encapsulated in Mylar.
Materials that are very dirty may be cleaned.
E l e c t ronic re c o rds may be copied onto new media
to re f resh the data and to circumvent obsolescent
f o rmats. Records are stored in enviro n m e n t a l l y
c o n t rolled vaults away from vermin of all types.

H o w e v e r, the archivist is not a conserv a t o r
restoring documents to like-new condition. Rather
they are trying to stabilize the re c o rds against dete-
rioration and protect them from damage or theft.

D e s c ri p t i o n
A rchival description creates a verbal abstrac-

tion of the collections, enabling re s e a rchers to
b rowse the materials on paper rather than having
to rummage through hundreds of boxes.
Description summarizes a collection’s org a n i z a t i o n
and essential details so that re s e a rchers don’t have
to read every document to know what’s in the
re c o rds. 

A rchival description does more than make it
easier for the re s e a rc h e r. Because re s e a rchers look
at just those portions of collections they need
rather than entire collections, less staff time is
spent pulling and retrieving boxes. And, because
fewer materials are in the reading room, there ’s
less chance that the re c o rds will suffer wear and
tear or be stolen.

A rchival description documents the
a rchivists’ experiential knowledge of the re c o rds. It
summarizes all the facts the archivist has learn e d
about the collection in a fashion that will be mean-
ingful to those who may need that inform a t i o n .
Description, at its best, is the process of trans-
f o rming the raw data of the re c o rds into knowl-
edge. 

A rchivists generally use three tools to
describe their collections: a re p o s i t o ry guide, sum-
marizing all the holdings; finding aids for each col-
lections, detailing their contents; and an index that
complements provenance as an aid in identifying
relevant collections. These tools work together pro-
g ressing from a bird ’s-eye view of the forest, to
maps of specific groves, to pointers to specific
t re e s .2 

A re p o s i t o ry guide gives a re s e a rcher the big
p i c t u re through a summary listing of all the collec-
tions in the archive. Because an archive org a n i z e s
its collections by provenance, the re p o s i t o ry guide
is a list of the sources of collections with a brief
description of the re c o rds from each source. The
guide may include a short note about the pro v e-
nance and a brief description of the materials.

A re p o s i t o ry guide is a coarse sieve that
helps re s e a rchers locate collections likely to con-
tain re c o rds relevant to their re s e a rch. In some

Archivist and
records creator dis-
cuss transferring
records from the
Park Central File to
the Historic
Document
Department
archives.
Maintaining the
provenance and
original order of
the records will
ensure their contin-
uing usefulness as
evidence of past
actions for the
administrative staff
and for future
users. Photo by
Campbell/Danford.
Courtesy San
Francisco Maritime
National Historical
Park.
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instances, the archive may have only a few re c o rd s
f rom a source, and the re p o s i t o ry guide is the only
place where those re c o rds are described.

Once re s e a rchers have identified pro m i s i n g
collections, they ask to see the finding aid for that
collection. The finding aid describes the collec-
t i o n ’s contents in greater detail than the re p o s i t o ry
guide. It facilitates access by bundling similar bits
of information into manageable units and embody-
ing the arc h i v i s t ’s experiential in notes about the
context in which the re c o rds were made, their cre-
a t o r, their significance, the reason for their cre-
ation, their contents, and their organization. These
i n t ro d u c t o ry notes—which may run several
pages—give re s e a rchers a more complete sense of
the collection, confirming the relevance of the
materials or suggesting that time might be better
spent on other collections.

F i n a l l y, a finding aid lists all the series and
folder headings. Reading this list is equivalent to
opening the drawer of a file cabinet. When
re s e a rchers decide which folders they want to see,
they request them from the arc h i v i s t .

In some instances, collections that contain
v e ry valuable materials may list every item. An
item-level inventory is useful evidence for security
c o n t rol, and is generally done only for items that
would have a high market value. Iro n i c a l l y, highly
detailed description is often a barr i e r, rather than a
benefit, to increased access, as the re s e a rcher must
read through much more text rather than a good
s u m m a ry. Although once the norm for arc h i v e s ,
especially literary manuscript collections, item-
level description is so time consuming, it is now
relatively rare for entire collections to be described
at this level, although description of a few selected
items of great value is not uncommon.

R e p o s i t o ry guides and finding aids are not
p e rfect access tools. They emphasize a collection’s
p r i m a ry value, but most collections contain inter-
esting but tangential information. The hierarc h i c a l
n a t u re of re p o s i t o ry guides and finding aids works
well when the re s e a rcher is familiar with the
names and organizations related to their subject.
H o w e v e r, provenance is less useful when valuable
i n f o rmation was captured by unexpected off i c e s
and, especially in the cases of personal papers,
when even the best re s e a rchers are not going to be
familiar with every sourc e .

To complement traditional name-based top-
down archival re s e a rch methods, archivists index
the re p o s i t o ry guide and finding aids so that
re s e a rchers can find relevant information hidden
in unexpected places. The index provides more
d i rect access to the contents of the collections than
the hierarchical model of provenance and original
o rd e r.

Description is enormously important for
e l e c t ronic re c o rd s . While a re s e a rcher can call for
documents and browse through them to find re l e-
vant materials, electronic re c o rds are not eye-re a d-
able; re s e a rchers cannot easily “browse” floppy
disks and tapes. Because it’s often hard to find the
right software and hard w a re to read older elec-
t ronic re c o rds, effective description is essential to
help archivists and re s e a rchers know if the infor-
mation contained in these electronic vaults is
w o rth cracking.

To a large extent electronic re c o rds can be
described using the same approach as their paper
equivalents. Often electronic re c o rds contain raw,
empirical data. In these instances, the arc h i v i s t
will try to describe the data fields; the software that
originally created these re c o rds will probably not
be serviceable in five to ten years, and the kind of
i n f o rmation that the original software provided is
likely not the same information needed for subse-
quent analysis. Because the data stru c t u re was
documented, it’s possible to write a new pro g r a m
to re-evaluate the data.

R e fe re n c e
Once arranged, housed, and described, a col-

lection is ready for re s e a rchers to use. How do
those re s e a rchers find the collections that might
contain useful information? How do re s e a rc h e r s
know which re p o s i t o ry will hold the re c o rd s ?

The archivist is—in many ways—the most
i m p o rtant means of locating materials. A l t h o u g h
a rchivists try to translate their experiential knowl-
edge into access tools, it’s impossible to describe
all possible uses of materials. The conversation
between an archivist and re s e a rcher often has a
collaborative nature, blending the re s e a rc h e r’s
novel view of a topic with the arc h i v i s t ’s knowledge
of the collections.

As noted earlier in sections on arr a n g e m e n t
and description, provenance is the principal mech-
anism for locating relevant materials. Even in
repositories with well-indexed collections that
allow re s e a rchers to look up specific subjects
d i re c t l y, provenance remains useful as an access
tool. Looking for a subject by identifying the names
of those individuals or organizations potentially
responsible for collecting information on that sub-
ject forces re s e a rchers to think about their topic
m o re bro a d l y. When re s e a rchers look up a subject
in an index and find no entries, they logically
assume that the archive has no re c o rds on that
subject. In fact the archive may hold re c o rds with
relevant information, but that information is was
not immediately recognizable during description.
R e s e a rchers are often so motivated by a time
deadline that they are more focused on getting
an answer than asking the right questions;
a p p roaching the subject indirectly through pro v e-
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nance helps discipline re s e a rchers to form u l a t e
their queries with care .

Of course, re s e a rchers have to know which
a rchive to visit. Provenance remains the best first
step in knowing which re p o s i t o ry will hold re l e v a n t
re c o rds. Probate re c o rds for someone who died in
Austin will be at the Travis County Record e r’s
o ffice. Records of the Phoenix Indian School are
p robably at the Bureau of Indian Affairs or, for
older re c o rds, at the National Archives branch in
Laguna Nigel. But, while the individual may have
died in Austin, his estate may have gone thro u g h
p robate elsewhere, and an important body of
Indian School re c o rds may have been disposed in
a c c o rdance with the re c o rds schedule but wound
up at a museum. 

F i n a l l y, it’s anyone’s guess where an individ-
u a l ’s personal papers might wind up. Aunt Hattie’s
photographs may be at the city library, the county
historical society, the state archives, or a university
special collection library. 

A rchivists have developed a number of
tools to help re s e a rchers identify which re p o s i t o-
ries hold relevant collections. The National
Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections
(NUCMC) is similar to a re p o s i t o ry guide, but
includes collections from many diff e rent re p o s i t o-
ries. The guide has now been migrated to the
World Wide We b
< h t t p : / / l c w e b . l o c . g o v / c o l l . n u c m c / n u c m c . h t m l > .

A little more than 10 years ago, arc h i v i s t s
began using online databases to share inform a t i o n
about their collections. OCLC and RLIN, two bibli-
ographic utilities with union catalogs of books and
other materials, began assembling online arc h i v a l
union catalogs. Unfort u n a t e l y, access to those utili-
ties was problematic; the interface was difficult to
use and access was limited to specialized term i n a l s
usually found in libraries. Possibly a more signifi-
cant barrier was the fact that searching these data-
bases was not free; even now that the utilities have
better Web interfaces and are widely available on
the Internet, access fees continue to reduce their
use. Finally, the collection-level descriptions of
these re c o rds were often so general that searc h e s
for information in the series and folders was not
included, limiting the retrieval value of these data-
b a s e s .

In the last five years, archivists have begun
to use the Internet to publicize their collections.
The Web is radically changing how archives pro-
vide access to their holdings. Repositories that
w e re not members of OCLC or RLIN could make
their finding aids widely available at little or no
expense. Because the entire finding aid was avail-
able, information in series and folder headings was
accessible. And, the Web has made it easy to pro-
vide access to the documents themselves thro u g h

digital images. With the exception of the Heard
M u s e u m ’s homepage, the Webpages for arc h i v a l
collections are downloaded more than any page on
the entire site. The museum has started re c e i v i n g
many more inquiries for use of the archival collec-
tions. Fortunately these queries have not signifi-
cantly added to the re f e rence workload; because
the entire finding aids is available the queries gen-
erally refer to specific materials, so that the re f e r-
ence archivist doesn’t have to consult the finding
aid for the re s e a rc h e r.

U l t i m a t e l y, many re s e a rchers find out about
a rchival collections through word of mouth. Often
i t ’s through conversations with colleagues or
t h rough footnotes in articles. However, the
a rchivist is often an excellent source of inform a t i o n
about collections in other re p o s i t o r i e s .

The A r chives of To m o r row
Possibly the aphorism of the 21st century

will be “Death, taxes, and technological develop-
ment.” The last 15 years have seen enorm o u s
changes in archives, largely driven by ready access
to automation. When PCs made computing inex-
pensive, archivists immediately adopted them to
p roduce finding aids and indices. Now that desk-
top machines have the power of 1970s main-
frames, we’ll be seeing more and more innovation
in access as archivists develop more sophisticated
mechanisms to manipulate data.

As archivists acquire more and more word
p rocessing documents and databases, it will be
m o re common to provide access to the entire con-
tents of the archival collection. As search engines
become more sophisticated, locating relevant docu-
ments will be easier. And archivists that are spe-
cialists in retrieving data will be able to “push”
i n f o rmation about relevant collections to
re s e a rchers who have re g i s t e red their intere s t s
with the arc h i v e .

But in the long run the core functions of the
a rchivist, if not unchanged, will remain essential:
acquiring and appraising information, housing and
p re s e rving it, describing it, and helping re s e a rc h e r s
re f e rence it. T h roughout this process, transform-
ing data into knowledge will also remain the
principal strength of arc h i v e s .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

N o t e s
1. New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.
2. Readers may want to look at complete samples of

the access tools developed by the author on the
Heard Museum’s Web site <www.Heard.org/library/
rcguides/ >.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
Richard Pearce-Moses is the Archivist for the Heard
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from his speech at the Information Ecosystem
Conference.


